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The Silk Road is primarily regarded as the principal route along which 
precious Chinese goods were transported to the West. However, foreign 
ideas came to China along the Silk Road, and the arrival of these foreign 
concepts changed the philosophical and religious orientation of this great 
empire. The greatest challenge, undoubtedly, was the appearance of Bud-
dhism within the boundaries of China in the first century. The arrival of this 
new religion in China started a long process of mutual adaptation of Bud-
dhist and Chinese cultures. It has been emphasized with relation to Bud-
dhism how this Indian religion took a different shape in China. This side of 
the adaptation, which is usually called Sinification, resulted in the formation 
of particular Chinese schools of Buddhism (Huayan, Tiantai, Chan, Pure 
Land) that later spread in East Asia. However, the other side of the influence, 
that of Buddhism on Chinese culture, was also very significant. Buddhist 
concepts and religious practices that had been unknown in China became 
deeply rooted in Chinese soil and exercized an enormous influence on the 
development of Chinese thought and society. 
Discussions on the introduction of Buddhism into China focus on the diffi-
cult process of adapting several new concepts (karma, rebirth, etc.) and the 
translation of Indian Buddhist scriptures. However, we should bear in mind 
that in the early period most of the translators of Buddhist texts came from 
Central Asia. The Silk Road in Central Asia served as a bridge between India 
and China, making it possible for China to interact with this foreign religion 
and thought. The original language of the Buddhist scriptures could be used 
for religious purposes in Central Asia because it was closely related to the 
language of the people inhabiting the region.1 Yet these cultures must have 
*The author is affiliated with MTA-ELTE-SZTE Silk Road Research Group.
1  Nattier 1990.
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adopted and interpreted the original teachings of Buddhism or simply, inten-
tionally or unintentionally, had a predilection for certain teachings of Bud-
dhism. In terms of the transmission of Indian Buddhism by Central Asian 
monks, the background of the transmitters also should be taken into consider-
ation when reconstructing the process of the spread of Buddhism into China. 
To understand the doctrinal innovations of Chinese Buddhism, it is necessary 
to study the indigenous Chinese thought and religions that predated the arrival 
of Buddhism. In terms of the development of Chinese Buddhism, these two 
aspects are usually emphasized, but the third aspect, the role of the Central 
Asian scholar-monks who acted as transmitters, is often neglected. It is well 
known that most of the Mahāyāna sutras, such as the Avataṃsaka Sutra, 
Lotus Sutra, Vimalakīrti Sutra, etc., were very influential in East Asian Bud-
dhism but less important in the history of Indian Buddhism.2 What is the rea-
son for this? Should we seek the explanation for the popularity of these 
scriptures in the Chinese predilection for certain questions that these works 
address, or rather in the deliberate propagation of these sutras by the monks 
who brought them from their homeland and translated them into Chinese in 
collaboration with Chinese assistants? In order to answer this question, the 
characteristic features of Central Asian Buddhism and the interaction between 
Central Asian and Chinese Buddhism should be studied. In reconstructing the 
history and doctrines of Central Asian Buddhism, we can rely on the scrip-
tures that were translated into Central Asian languages, the Buddhist works 
that were originally composed in these languages, the images that were pre-
served on the walls of caves or as paintings and finally on the activities of the 
Central Asian monks in China, which are well recorded in Buddhist histories.
In this paper, I have chosen Khotan, a small oasis-state on the southern 
edge of the Taklamakan Desert, as the subject for the investigation of this 
question. The waters of two rivers, the Yurungkash or Baiyu he 白玉河 (White 
Jade River) and the Karakash or Heiyu he 黑玉河 (Black Jade River), were 
indispensable for establishing human culture in Khotan. These two rivers 
unite near Koxlax (about 200 km north of Khotan) and together form the 
Khotan River. As the names of the rivers suggest, they not only provided 
water for the inhabitants of Khotan but also brought the precious jade that 
was highly valued in China and the main export of Khotan. Khotan is famous 
in China for the jade that was taken to China as a precious commercial item 
or as a tribute offered by the Khotanese kings to the Chinese emperor.3
2  Nattier 2003. 
3  The library cave of Dunhuang (Cave 17) has preserved several Chinese and Khotanese 
documents related to tribute-bearing missions from Khotan. Hansen (2005) studied the 
purpose and nature of these tribute missions. 
K H O TA N  A N D  T H E  BUDDHĀVATAṂSAKA - SŪTRA 131
According to the chronicle of Khotan that has survived in a Tibetan trans-
lation, people who inhabited Khotan came from India, but the recent archae-
ological discovery of a cemetery in Shanpula (30 km east of Khotan) shows 
that nomads from the Eurasian steppe lived here.4 The Chinese sources 
from the Han dynasty recorded that only 19,300 people and 3,300 house-
holds lived in Khotan.5 The language of the people living in Khotan was an 
Iranian variety contemporary with Middle Persian and Sogdian but with 
many words borrowed from Sanskrit.
Prods Oktor Skjærvø distinguishes three stages in the development of the 
Khotanese language, each of which is related to a site of discovered texts: 1. 
Old Khotanese (5th-6th c.) translations of Buddhist texts from Dandan Uiliq, 
Khadaliq; 2. Middle Khotanese (7th-8th c.) texts from Dandan Uiliq, Kha-
daliq; 3. Late Khotanese (9th-10th c.) texts from Cave 17 at Dunhuang.6 
In order to reconstruct Khotanese Buddhist culture, which was brutally 
destroyed a thousand years ago during the Muslim invasion, we can rely on 
literary sources, Khotanese documents, Chinese dynastic histories, records 
of Chinese Buddhist travellers, Tibetan documents, non-religious items (coins, 
cloth, etc.) and Buddhist artifacts. Sir Aurel Stein played an enormous role in 
mapping out this ancient civilization during his expeditions in Central Asia.7 
There are nine sites for Khotanese documents and artifacts: Shanpula, Niya, 
Rawak, Endere, Melikawat, Yotkan, Dandan Uiliq, Domoko and Dunhuang.8 
Most of the Khotanese written sources are translations of Buddhist scriptures 
or loosely paraphrased versions of original works and Buddhist texts com-
posed in Khotanese. Besides these Buddhist texts, various medical, legal 
and commercial documents have been found.9 Since the discovery of these 
sources, a few dedicated scholars of Khotanology have done invaluable work 
in making these texts accessible by editing and translating them.10 Thanks 
to their efforts, we have some idea of life in this oasis-state and how Bud-
dhism was adopted into their culture. However, as most Khotanologists are 
4  Hansen 2012: 200-201.
5  Ibid., 202.
6  Skjœrvø 2012: 115-116.
7  Stein published a popular account of the first expedition entitled Sand-buried Ruins of 
Khotan (1903) and later a detailed archaeological report, Ancient Khotan (2 volumes, 1907). 
8  Hansen 2012: 199.
9  For a study of Khotanese official documents, see Kumamoto 1982.
10 Bailey made a great contribution by publishing a series of Khotanese texts. See Bailey 
1951, 1963, 1969, 1979. Skjœrvø (2002) has published the texts of Khotanese manuscripts 
from Chinese Turkestan in the British Library with an English translation that helps to 
identify these texts even for those who cannot read Khotanese. A good example of the 
identification of texts using this catalogue is Chen 2012.
I M R E  H A M A R132
philologists and not specialists in Buddhist Studies, these texts need to be 
studied by Buddhologists as well in order to shed light on the characteristics 
of Khotanese Buddhism in terms of the development of Buddhism.11
Since the Tibetan kingdom conquered Khotan several times, some impor-
tant historical works were translated into Tibetan, and other Tibetan docu-
ments related to the history of Khotan have survived.12 The Enquiry of 
Vimalaprabhā (Dri ma med pa’i ’od kyis zhus pa) is a prophecy that pre-
dicts the birth of the goddess Vimalaprabhā as the Khotanese princess Pra-
niyata in order to protect Buddhism in Khotan against the barbaric Tibetan 
nomads, who are called the Red-Faced Ones. The Prophecy of Khotan (Li 
yul lung bstan pa) includes the text of The Prophecy of the Khotanese Arhat 
and The Annals of Khotan. The Prophecy of the Khotanese Arhat, unlike 
The Enquiry of Vimalaprabhā, draws a favorable picture of the Red-Faced 
Ones as a group of Khotanese monks who had to flee from Khotan to Tibet, 
where they were patronized by the king Tri Detsugtsen (r. 712–c.754) and 
his Chinese wife, who can be identified as Jincheng Gongzhu 金城公主. The 
Prophecy of the Arhat Saṃghavardana (Dgra bcom pa dge ’dun ’phel gyis 
lung bstan pa) must have been written during the Tibetan occupation of 
Khotan in the 660s.13
There are also numerous Chinese sources on Khotanese history and Bud-
dhism. First of all, dynastic histories give an account of the relationship 
between the Western region and China, and they record some important his-
torical events related to Khotan and the names of Khotanese rulers.14 Unfor-
tunately, these Chinese names are not easy to match with the names in the 
Tibetan sources.15 Chinese pilgrims who travelled to Central Asia or India 
often passed through Khotan, and their travel diaries provide important infor-
mation on Khotanese culture and Buddhism. The first Chinese monk who 
went to the West in order to bring Buddhist scriptures back to China was Zhu 
Shixing 朱士行, who travelled to Khotan in 260 in order to find the original 
text of the Prajñāpāramitā-sūtra. He died in Khotan and never returned to 
China, but his disciple took the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā to China in 282. This 
text was translated into Chinese by the Khotanese monk Mokṣala (Wuchaluo 
無叉羅) in 291 as the Prajñāpāramitā-sūtra that Emits Light (Fangguang bore 
11 Skjœrvø 2012.
12 For a translation of the Tibetan sources on Khotan, see Thomas 1935-1963 and Emmerick 
1967. For a good overview of them, see van Schaik’s 2016.
13 Van Schaik, 2016.
14 See Yu 2004, 2006; Hulsewé 1979.
15 Hill (1988) tried to match the Tibetan names with the Chinese names of the Khotanese 
kings of the seventh and eighth centuries.
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jing 放光般若經).16 In 399, the famous pilgrim Faxian 法顯 (337-422) reached 
Khotan and reported on the flourishing of Mahāyāna Buddhism there. This 
portrait of Khotan was later confirmed by Xuanzang 玄奘 (602-664), who 
stayed in Khotan for seven months and described its Buddhism in detail.
The political power of Khotan significantly increased when Khotan defeated 
Yarkand in 61, and subsequently thirteen kingdoms submitted to Khotan. 
However, the Chinese general Ban Chao 班超 (32-102) subdued Khotan in 
78. Although Khotan was able to regain its independence in 105, it was 
defeated by the Chinese general Ban Yong 班勇 (d. 128), the youngest son 
of Ban Gu, in 127. In the early 600s, Khotan became a vassel state of the 
Western Turks, but in 648 the Khotanese king visited the Tang capital and, 
as a token of his acceptance of Tang hegemony, left his son there as a hos-
tage. Khotan became one of the Four Garrisons (Khotan, Kucha, Kashgar, 
Yanqi). The early Tibetan influence is explained by the Tibetan occupation 
between 670 and 692, but the Chinese regained control over Khotan between 
692 and 755. After the An Lushan rebellion, Chinese influence decreased in 
the Western Regions, and the Tibetan Kingdom was able to occupy Dunhuang 
in 786 and Khotan in 796. The relationship between Khotan and Dunhuang 
became closer through marriages between the Khotanese royal family and 
the Cao family that ruled Dunhuang. Visa Sambhava (Li Shengtian 李聖天), 
king of Khotan (r. 912-966), married the daughter of Cao Yijin 曹議金 
(?-935), the ruler of Dunhuang. The name of the prince is Zongchang 宗嘗 
in the Chinese sources and Zongchang 宗常 in a manuscript from Dunhuang. 
This close affiliation is substantiated by the copious written Khotanese doc-
uments found in Cave 17 of Dunhuang and by paintings of the Khotanese 
king, princess and patrons on the walls of Dunhuang caves. The history of 
Buddhist Khotan ended when the leader of the Karakhanids, Yusuf Qadir 
Khan, conquered Khotan in 1006. 
The importance and the appreciation of Buddhism in Khotan is attested 
by the Tibetan work, The Prophecy of the Li Country, which says that Bud-
dha himself used to visit Khotan to preach. Xuanzang claims that it was 
Arhat Vairocana from Kashmir who introduced Buddhism into Khotan. All 
historical sources and diaries of Buddhist travellers confirm that the people 
of Khotan were sincere followers of the Buddha and that the monks prac-
ticed Mahāyāna Buddhism. Faxian was accommodated in the Gomati 
(Jumodi 瞿摩帝) monastery, where three thousand monks lived. 
The preference for Mahāyāna Buddhism in Khotan is attested by the Kho-
tanese translations of Buddhist scriptures. Almost all the texts from the Old 
16 Zürcher 1959: 61-63.
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Khotanese period are seminal Mahāyāna works, and many of these have new 
versions from the Middle Khotanese period. It is interesting that in the Late 
Khotanese period, the sutras popular in earlier periods are not well repre-
sented, but Prajñāpāramitā texts and texts on confession, avadāna and 
jātaka appear more often.
Mahāyāna Buddhism is emphasized in those works, which are not transla-
tions but rather original texts composed in Khotanese. One of them, the Bodhi-
sattva Compendium, is a very long Old Khotanese text describing the duties 
of the bodhisattva. The other text, written at the request of an official called 
Ysambasta (i.e., Zambasta), probably in the fifth century, and thus called the 
Book of Zambasta, must have been written in the Middle Khotanese period. It 
is the longest extant original Khotanese text, with 207 out of 298 leaves hav-
ing survived.17 It is useful to examine the contents of the Book of Zambasta 
in order to reconstruct the main features of Khotanese Buddhism.18
Here, we find topics related to the Buddha’s activities, the suffering of liv-
ing beings, the early Buddhist practice of meditating in cemeteries to curb 
desire and Mahāyāna concepts such as śūnyatā, bodhicitta, bhūmi and upāya. 
This book reveals that even if the presence of Mahāyāna is unquestionable 
among the teachings in the Book of Zambasta, early teachings about elimi-
nating desires and meditation in cemeteries were important elements of Kho-
tanese Buddhism. These aspects were less emphasized in China, and due to 
Chinese culture the meditation in cemeteries was not practiced.
It is well known that one of the scriptural proofs for the identification of 
Wutaishan as the abode of Mañjuśrī bodhisattva is the Buddhāvataṃsaka-
sūtra. The origin or the compilation of this voluminous Mahāyāna sutra 
might be closely associated with Central Asia, as Indian śāstra literature 
refers to some chapters of the Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra as independent sutras 
but never as part of the Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra. Although the Sanskrit title 
Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra was preserved in the colophon of a Sanskrit sutra, 
the content of this sutra is not certain, but it probably also included a collec-
tion of sutras different from the extant version of the Buddhāvataṃsaka-
sūtra.
If we consider the Central Asian origin or edition of this scripture, Kho-
tan (Yutian 于闐, Hetian xian 和田縣 today) is a possible candidate, as this 
scripture seems to have been very important in this Central Asian oasis-
state. This sutra was held in high esteem by the Khotanese king. At the time 
when Zhi Faling 支法領 went to Khotan to receive this scripture, the sacred 
17 For an English translation of the Book of Zambasta, see Emmerick 1968.
18 For an outline of the text, see Skjœrvø 2012: 122-123.
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scriptures were jealously guarded and foreigners were not allowed to take 
them out of the country. Ultimately, Zhi Faling succeeded in persuading the 
king to present him with the first part of the Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra, which 
consisted of 36,000 ślokas ( jie 偈). Zhi Faling asked Buddhabhadra to trans-
late the Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra, which he had brought with him from Kho-
tan. On the tenth day of the third month of 418, Buddhabhadra began the 
work and completed it in the sixth month of 420. This became the first Chi-
nese version of the Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra, which was later called the 
60-fascicle Huayan jing.
Probably, it was a Khotanese monk called Tiyunbore 提云般若, whose 
original name can be reconstructed as Devendraprajñā,19 who told Empress 
Wu Zetian 武則天 (623/625-705) that a more complete version of the 
Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra was to be found in Khotan. He probably arrived in 
Luoyang around 688, as Dīvākara, the famous translator monk died in that 
year, and Devendraprajñā could be invited to take over his leading role in 
the translation office at Weiguo dongsi 魏國東寺.20 Wu Zetian must have been 
very interested in the Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra as she ordered him to trans-
late sutras related to this scripture first. The Khotanese master suppose­
dly did not bring the Sanskrit manuscript of the larger Buddhāvataṃsaka-
sūtra with him to China, but he had two shorter texts. Thus, he first translated 
the Da fangguang fo huayan jing bu siyi fo jingjie fen 大方廣佛華嚴經不思
議佛境界分 (T 300.10: Section on the Inconceivable Buddha-realm of the 
Buddhāvataṃsakamahāvaipulya-sūtra) and the Da fangguang fo huayan 
jing xiuci fen 大方廣佛華嚴經修慈分 (T 306.10: Section on the Cultivation of 
Loving Kindness of the Buddhāvataṃsakamahāvaipulya-sūtra). 
These two sutras do not correspond to any of the chapters of the larger 
Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra, but Chinese catalogues classify them as works 
related to the Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra ( juanshu jing 眷屬經).21 This might 
mean that the genesis of these texts must be linked to the larger 
Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra or even that they might have been included in 
some editions. The importance of these two scriptures in Khotan is attested 
by their Khotanese translations, which have been discovered recently. 
19 Forte 1979: 285.




諸佛集會陀羅尼經。已上各一卷成。造像功德經二卷。法界無差別論一卷。」T 1838: 63c22- 
64a2.
21 Hamar 2007: 139.
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The longest extant Buddhist work that was originally composed in Kho-
tanese is the Book of Zambasta, dating from the fifth century. It has emerged 
that the third chapter of this book is a parallel text of the Da fangguang fo 
huayan jing xiuci fen 大方廣佛華嚴經修慈分.22 This is a meditation text that 
explains how to use loving kindness in Buddhist practice.23 This is not the 
only chapter of the book that can be related to the larger Buddhāvataṃsaka-
sūtra. The first chapter, which is unfortunately not complete, contains a 
teaching of Samantabhadra referring to the Gaṇḍavyūha chapter of the 
sutra. This could be a good beginning for a manual on the Mahāyāna teach-
ings.24 The description of bodhisattva practice is an essential part of the 
larger Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra: the fifty­two stages of the bodhisattva path 
were formulated on the basis of this scripture. Bodhisattva practice plays an 
important role in the Book of Zambasta, which refers to the Daśabhūmika-
sūtra, a chapter of the larger Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra. In the Khotanese 
manuscript collection of the British Library, a fragment from a Khotanese 
text, IOL Khot 147/5 (H. 147 NS 106), was identified as the Khotanese ver-
sion of the other sutra, the Da fangguang fo huayan jing bu siyi fo jingjie 
fen 大方廣佛華嚴經不思議佛境界分.25 
Devendraprajñā, who seems to have been a master of the Buddhāvataṃsaka-
sūtra, was a scholar-monk who was highly respected not only in Wu Zetian’s 
court but also by the Khotanese royal family. The Khotanese prince Viśya 
Väkrraṃ (Tib. Bidzaya Bikrama, Ch. Fudu Jing 伏闍璥) followed his father 
Viśya Saṃgrrāmä (Tib. Bidzaya Sangrama, Ch. Fudu Xiong 伏闍雄) to China 
in 674, after they had fought against the Tibetans. His father probably died 
in China, and the Chinese placed the prince on the Khotanese throne in 692. 
The prince must have known his famous compatriot Devendaprajñā, who 
died a few years after his arrival in China after translating only six scrip-
tures. The Prophecy of the Li Country records that Viśya Väkrraṃ after his 
return to Khotan built a vihāra for his “pious friend” Ārya Arhat Devendra 
the Great (dgra bcom pa de ben dra chen gyi). This friend can be none other 
than Devendraprajñā, and the monastery must have been dedicated to his 
memory.26
22 For the edition of the Khotanese text with English translation, Chinese parallel text and 
vocabulary, see Duan 2013: 57-108, 285-334.
23 For a detailed study of this work, see Martini 2011.
24 Maggi 2009: 351.
25 Chen Huaiyu was able to make this identification on the basis of Prof. Skjœrvø’s Catalogue, 
which includes the English translation of Khotanese fragments. See Chen 2012.
26 Hill 1988: 102; Duan 2013: 48. I adopted the Khotanese names from Duan.
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The Sanskrit original manuscript of the second version of the Huayan jing 
was also brought from Khotan under the command of Empress Wu Zetian, 
who gave lavish support to Fazang 法藏 (643-712), who could be regarded 
as the founder of the Huayan school in China.27 Probably, due to the impe-
rial mission on this occasion, the Khotanese royal family did not seem to be 
reluctant to provide the manuscript. A Khotanese monk, Śikṣānanda, brought 
the work to China and later settled at the Dabian 大遍 monastery in the 
eastern capital, where he began translating it. This Sanskrit manuscript was 
longer than the sixty-fascicle Huayan jing by 9,000 ślokas, consisting of 
45,000 ślokas. The work commenced on the fourteenth day of the third 
month of 695 and was completed in the Foshouji 佛授記 monastery on the 
eighth day of the tenth month of 699, with a foreword written by the empress 
herself. This version of the Huayan jing is called the 80-fascicle Huayan 
jing. It is important to note that Bodhiruci joined Śikṣānanda to translate the 
Buddhāvataṃsaka-sūtra in 694. Later, he translated the Wenshushili bao-
cang tuoluoni jing 文殊師利寶藏陀羅尼經 in 710, which has the reference to 
Wutai shan as an abode of Mañjuśrī.
It is interesting to note that Wu Zetian seems to have shown more favor 
to the Khotanese Śikṣānanda than to the Chinese pilgrim monk Yijing 義淨 
(635–713), who went to India to study at Nālanda, the most important cen-
ter of Buddhist knowledge, and returned with scriptures that represented the 
most important works of Indian Buddhism. Even so, Wu Zetian had more 
respect for the Central Asian monk, which indicates her personal interest in 
Central Asian Buddhism.28
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